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This thesis examines how Lehigh students negotiate the cultural model of success, using a 
theoretical approach that combines cultural models, success, motivation, emotional well-being, 
education, and social reproduction. Ten interviews with Lehigh business school seniors were 
transcribed and imported into NVivo for coding and thematic content analysis where the data 
revealed a cultural model of success comprised of three features:· financial gain, happiness, and 
personal goals. Subjects ' education, family, and acceptance into dominant social groups all 
impacted the importance of each feature of the cultural model of success. The thesis concludes 
that unless individuals find true satisfaction with one's societal position, they will continuously 
struggle to negotiate the features of the cultural model. 
Introduction 
It is obvious that success is an important motivational force for individuals in the United 
States. The desire to be successful, in whatever way the individual chooses, informs all 
decisions he or she makes. Evidently, people are constantly communicating and using this 
cultural model when setting both intrinsic and extrinsic goals. Yet, objectives and desires of 
individuals within the United States differ greatly, so how and why does the use of this model 
vary throughout a culture, and how does this impact the well-being of individuals in society? 
The first interview question of this study was "what words come to mind when you think of 
success?" All interviewees highlighted either goals, money, or status symbols like a nice car and 
nice house. How could ten different students with completely unique experiences share the same 
words when thinking about success? Because they relayed part of the cultural model of success 
in the United States. A cultural model is a mental representation of a specific concept or idea 
that is shared between people of the same culture (Holland and Skinner 1987). These cultmal 
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models are composed of different features and aspects which allows distinct people to negotiate 
them uniquely (Quinn and Holland 1987). Based off this interview question that generated a free 
list, the responses highlighted financial gain. This is not the only feature of the cultural model of 
success, yet it is the one shared by all the interviewees. Why? 
In the United States, financial gain is the feature of the cultural model of success that is most 
strongly emphasized. Financial gain consists of a high-income level which corresponds with 
upward social mobility and an increase of cultural capital. Increasing one's financial capital 
leads to the ability to increase one's cultural capital through access to increased opportunities and 
the capacity to purchase status symbols, displaying one's success externally. This feature of the 
cultural model is seen as the one that all members of society should prioritize and strive for even 
at the expense of their own happiness or personal goals. We learn this through media, literature, 
education, entertainment, parenting, et cetera, and it is the conglomeration of these perceived 
benefits that accompany financial gain that cause us to strive for it. This feature of the cultural 
model of success motivates individuals in the United States towards obtaining a high-paying job 
in which they may be dissatisfied or students to major in a topic for which they have less interest. 
Yet, when asked to reflect on their own personal definitions of success, the interviewees in 
this study mentioned additional themes like happiness, personal goals, passion, and healthy 
relationships. The importance of each theme varied, but the interviewees all communicated a 
shared cultural model of success with the features of fmancial gain, personal goals, and 
happiness. Evidently, the participants recognized that success is more nuanced than just 
fmancial gain despite this feature being the most widely shared and referenced initially in the 
interview. 
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What factors of one's identity and life experiences determine which features of the cultural 
model he or she emphasizes? To investigate this, this thesis references literature that focuses on 
the concepts of cultural models, success, motivation, emotional well-being, education, and social 
reproduction. This theoretical basis provides an in-depth analysis of ten interviews with seniors 
in the business school at Lehigh University. Because the business world considers financial gain 
to be the most important feature of the cultural model, these students were most able to provide 
the necessary perspective for this research. In addition, this thesis also seeks to understand how 
the environment of the College of Business & Economics at Lehigh University influences 
students in their negotiation of the cultural model of success. 
Cultural Models and Success in the United States 
Cultural models are "learned mental representations of some aspect of the world" (Holland 
and Skinner 1987: 85). These models allow individuals to understand the world around them 
and establish a framework for remembering, constructing, and relaying experiences. Even 
further, cultural models are shared by members of the same society, i.e. the same culture. 
Because this model is shared, communication between subjects is made easier and can be 
disclosed instantaneously. For the case of this thesis, the cultural model I am referencing is the 
cultural model of success, and this is the framework for all individuals' understanding of success. 
Therefore, "if the individual manages to think 'outside' the cultural model, he or she still will 
face considerable difftculty in communication the alternative models to other people" (Holland 
and Skinner 1987: 106). The cultural model can limit individuals to conceptualizing a concept a 
certain way and constraining their ability to think separately from the model. Overall though, 
cultural models allow all members of a culture to understand shared concepts and communicate 
about them easily. Yet, these cultural models are complex and contain different featmcs that 
allow us to communicate with them. Naomi Quinn and Dorothy Holland (1987), explain how 
the realities created by and understood through cultural models are packed in units that "specify 
sets of such propositions and the causal relations in which they stand to one another" (1987: 33). 
In this thesis, I will be referring to these units as features of the cultural model. These are the 
main concepts that individuals use to understand success and discuss it with others. 
In "What Makes Tony Run? Schemas as Motives Reconsidered," Claudia Strauss (1953) 
discusses the theory of cultural models in relation to success. Using the cultural model of 
success in a unique way can evoke feelings of shame which informs this pressure to prioritize 
financial gain in the United States. Even further, the way that a cultural model connects to one's 
cognitive filter and sense of reality is important in understanding the way individuals define 
success. For most of the people involved in her study, "success values seem to be held as a 
relatively isolated, compact package of ideas that is only weakly linked to a larger picture of 
reality or sense of self' (Strauss 1953: 391). This separation ofthe cultural model from one's 
sense of self causes their goals to be informed by extrinsic goals instead of intrinsic goals and 
highlights the pressure to adhere to the cultural model of success. 
The differences between internal motivation and external motivation are also important in 
goal setting and happiness as well as the use of the cultural model of success (Kasser and Ryan 
2001). Individuals that focus on intrinsic goals, goals that are set by internal motivations and 
desires, tend to be happier and engage in experiences that enhance their well-being. Individuals 
that focus on extrinsic goals, goals set by external motivations or other's perceptions, tend to be 
more competitive and less satisfied. Yet, because our external experiences have such a profound 
impact on our internal beliefs and desires, it can be difficult for people to be sure of the sources 
of their goals. Even further, people can convince themselves that a goal is intrinsic when it 
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really is based on external social motivations. Evidently, the lines between the two motivations 
are not extremely clear, but they do have different effects on the well-being and happiness of a 
person. Above all, Kasser and Ryan (2001) showed that the fulfillment of extrinsic goals 
correlates with unhappiness and a lack ofwell-being while the fulfillment of intrinsic goals 
satisfies basic psychological needs, facilitating one's growth and well-being. 
Even further, in "High income improves evaluation of life but not emotional well-being," 
Kahneman and Deaton (20 1 0) discuss income in relation to emotional well-being and life 
evaluation. They found that income does matter for both well-being and life evaluation but in 
different ways. Around $75,000, increases in income do not necessarily increase one's 
emotional well-being, because once fmancial stability is reached, temperament and life 
circumstances constrain an individual's emotional well-being rather than income. Yet, making 
below $75,000 causes factors in one's life to be worse, including emotional well-being. 
Therefore, income affects one's well-being significantly when he or she is poor and struggling, 
but once basic needs are met, the effects of income increases are less significant. Evidently, 
money is important because of the tangible effects it has on one's life and the opportunities it can 
bring, but external motivations such as financial gain do not necessarily lead to increased life 
evaluation or emotional well-being after a certain point. 
Education influences the way individuals learn of the cultural model of success and connect 
it to their cognitive filters . Freire (2000) discussed the impact that education has on students and 
the way the current educational system affects the way students interact with the world. Freire 
(2000) calls the traditional teacher-student relationship the banking model of education. 
Students are passive depositories for knowledge that the teacher bestows upon them, and the 
teacher is the only keeper of this knowledge. Distanced from the world around them, students 
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are simply objects, unable to be proactive in their education. This model of education directly 
affects the ability of students to make informed and critical decisions; even further, with students 
becoming passive receptors of information, interacting and negotiating cultural models becomes 
more challenging if not impossible. The rigidity of schooling stifles students from reaching their 
full potential through learning, leading them to just fill themselves with information instead of 
inspiring new ideas. Because this thesis seeks to understand the way students in the business 
school negotiate the cultural model of success, understanding the influence of education is 
necessary as it shapes the methods by which students utilize cultural models. 
Schooling also can create an environment where social reproduction is highly likely 
(MacLeod 1987). Social reproduction theory is the idea that "societal institutions perpetuate 
social relationships and attitudes needed to sustain existing relations of production in capitalist 
society" (MacLeod 1987: 9). In schools where power is strictly kept in the hands of the 
educators and out of the hands of students and where students lack autonomy, social 
reproduction becomes confined. This social reproduction can also influence goal setting. Those 
from high-income backgrounds set goals that they believe will allow them to continue living the 
lifestyle they grew up in, while those from low-income backgrounds set goals that will allow 
them to improve their quality of life. Yet, the effects of these goals on one's well-being differs 
based on the motivation for these goals, with intrinsic goals leading to increased well-being and 
extrinsic goals leading to decreased well-being (Kasser and Ryan 2001). Therefore, the 
motivation off these goals affects the impact of their outcomes which can exacerbate social 
reproduction and influence the ways individuals negotiate the cultural model of success and the 
features on which they choose to focus. 
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My integration of cultural models, success, motivation, emotional well-being, education, and 
social reproduction provides a theoretical framework for this study and, additionally, informs and 
generates interview questions. Knowing what other scholars have discovered in relation to 
cultural models and success is important in understanding where my research fits into the larger 
picture of scholarly work and where new ideas can be generated. Even further, because this 
study involves interviewees and personal experiences they share, being able to understand their 
data through a theoretical perspective helps to refine theoretical underpinnings. 
Research Methods 
My research makes use of ten semi-structured, in-person interviews with five male and five 
female Lehigh seniors in the business school. The interviews were conducted in a two-month-
long period over February and March 2017. All interviews were audio-recorded and lasted 
between thirty to sixty minutes. No personal data were audio recorded to ensure the privacy of 
the subjects involved. I then transcribed the interviews using Microsoft Word and loaded them 
into the computer program, Nvivo to analyze using thematic content analysis. By utilizing semi-
structured interviews, I obtained a detailed understanding and insight into the thoughts' and 
cognitive behavior of participants. The interview sessions broadened my perception of the 
experience of Lehigh business students and how they think and talk about success. 
To begin each interview, I asked participants to list what words come to mind when thinking 
about success to generate a free list as an opening method to stimulate people into thinking about 
and revealing possible features of the model. After generating the free list, I asked eighteen 
open-ended interview questions that I developed with the aim of creating holistic narrative from 
each interviewee to not only learn of their specific experiences with cultural models, success, 
motivation, emotional well-being, education, and social reproduction but also to understand the 
way they each talk about these themes, highlighting their relationship with each (see Appendix 
A). Through relaxed, open-ended interviews questions, I created a comfortable environment for 
participants to share their understandings about their experience prior to Lehigh and at Lehigh. 
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Even further, I probed participants about important topics that helped to explore the themes 
in this study and showed my interest in the experiences of the participants. To gather 
participants, I employed a combination of snowball sampling and opportunistic sampling by 
recruiting half of the participants (five) directly from my own social network. I then asked these 
students to suggest participants to recruit a total of ten participants, creating a sample with six 
ethnicities represented as well as both five males and five females. 
I sought out seniors in the business school for multiple reasons. For one, they have had 
extensive experience as students in the business school to draw from and inform their answers. 
Even further, because the business school fosters an environment that promotes financial gain, I 
believed that these students would have important insights on the negotiation of the cultural 
model. In addition, they are close to moving onto the next stage of their lives, whether that be a 
job, further schooling, or something different entirely, and this transitional period is very relevant 
to their notions of success and allows them to speak personally on the topic. 
Results and Discussion 
The first question of the interview generated a free list which is a method of compiling all 
data about a cultural domain which can be defined as "an organized set of words, concepts, or 
sentences, all on the same level of contrast, that jointly refer to a single conceptual sphere" 
(Weller and Romney 1988: 9). Essentially, a free list highlights all schemas, features, and words 
that relate to a certain concept, in this case, the cultural model of success. Table A shows the 
free list generated about success. 
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Hard Work 1 
Healthy Relationships 4 
Money 8 
Power 1 
This free list shows the cultural model of success in the United States that contains certain 
features: financial gain (money), personal goals, and happiness. Yet, it highlights the emphasis 
on financial gain, with money being mentioned by the majority of the participants (eight out of 
ten). As mentioned in the introduction, this feature is stereotypically thought to be the most 
important in the United States which explains its prevalence in the free list. Yet, when asked the 
additional interview questions, more themes relating to success emerged, as shown in Table B. 
T bl B A a e f vera~e requency o f occurrence o fd" lSCUrSIVe th . . t emes m m ervtews 
Men Women 
n=S n=S 
Competition 2.8 1 
Education 10.4 12.6 
Family 10.6 15 
Financial Gain 8 8.2 
Happiness 3.6 4.4 
Personal Goals 8.2 5 
Family, education, and competition were themes that emerged throughout these ten 
interviews and were important in my analysis as well as affect the negotiation of the features of 
the cultural model. Meanwhile, the features of the cultural model of success are financial gain, 
happiness, and personal goals; these themes were most highly referenced by the participants 
when discussing success and were discussed by all ten interviewees. Yet, what each feature of 
the model means to each individual differs and is affected by their acceptance into dominant 
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social groups, their family, and education. Family and education were specific themes that I 
coded in Nvivo while acceptance into dominant social groups was a more holistic pattern that I 
noticed throughout all the interviews. In addition, the motivation of these features of the cultural 
model varies and affects the negotiation of the model. 
One of the main determinants of the importance of personal goals, financial gain, and 
happiness is the subject's acceptance into dominant social groups whether that be based on 
religion, class, gender, or race. Those who have felt accepted into dominant social groups 
emphasize financial gain and status symbols less and happiness and personal goals more while 
those who have not felt accepted into dominant social groups emphasize financial gain and status 
symbols. The main form of exclusion experienced by the subjects stems from class hierarchies. 
Two subjects grew up in low class backgrounds, and when they first recognized that they had 
significantly less than other people and therefore perceived their well-being to be less, it led them 
to desire social acceptance that they believed could be found through monetary success. The 
feature of financial gain became their focus in the cultural model of success rather than 
happiness . . Two other subjects grew up in financially secure households, but were surrounded by 
extreme levels of wealth of those around them. They felt excluded from this more lavish 
lifestyle, which led them to prioritize financial gain, allowing them to purchase these status 
symbols which would gain them acceptance into the group. Once again, the feature of fmancial 
gain became their focus in the cultural model of success rather than happiness or personal goals. 
Family also impacts the varied importance of the features of the cultural model of success. 
Almost all the subjects agreed that their family influenced their desires and goals in terms of 
success. Whether it be seeing the success of their parents in their professional careers or their 
older siblings during their college years, the subjects all had role models that displayed what 
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success can look like, exposing them to and communicating with the cultural model from a 
young age. Even further, the students of immigrant families had very specific goals. They all 
wanted to go to college and get a job when they graduated to make the sacrifices of their parents 
worth it. Thus, there was not direct pressure on these students to adhere to specific features of 
the cultural model, but there was pressure to make their parents proud. 
Lastly, education impacts the importance of the features of the cultural model of success. All 
participants had the support of their parents during their education prior to college, whether that 
be in helping them to achieve to the best of their ability or drive them to and from school every 
day. Yet, socioeconomic status greatly affected the quality of the education received by the 
students, influencing their goals under the framework of the cultural model of success. Schools 
in upper class areas had more resources and support for the college application process and 
decision, allowing those students to have more of a choice when thinking about where to apply 
and what they wanted to study. Even further, because most of these students attended highly 
motivated and competitive high schools surrounded by adults that typically had careers with high 
financial gain, they were exposed to this feature of the cultural model of success from a younger 
age. On the contrary, students in lower class schools did not have as much support for the 
college application process and decision leaving them to rely on help from specialized programs, 
family members, or specific individuals. Even further, they were less exposed to the feature of 
financial gain prior to college, affecting which features they now prioritize. 
Acceptance into dominant social groups 
Acceptance into dominant social groups is the most important determinant factor in 
negotiating the features of the cultural model of success. Most of the students that were 
excluded from dominant social groups seem to believe that their acceptance into these groups 
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and even more, their value as a member of society, can be earned by the amount of their financial 
gain. Because individuals tie their self-worth to their acceptance into dominant social groups, 
"having a valued social identity and belonging to a prestigious highstatus group has ... a more 
generally positive effect on self-esteem" (Hogg, Abrams, Otten, Hinkle 2004: 256). Therefore, 
those excluded from the upper-class prioritize financial gain, but for different reasons. For some, 
fmancial gain is an extrinsic goal with irttrinsic motivation, and for others, financial gain is an 
extrinsic goal with only extrinsic motivation: allowing society to perceive them as successful. 
Once arriving to college, the two subjects that grew up in low class backgrounds both 
realized how much better their well-being could be, seeing what others had. One student 
explained, 
"When I came to Lehigh, I realized that the life we're living, it could be ten times better if 
you work and get a good education. And so I kind of, after I came to Lehigh, realized that the 
quality of life can be really different than what I grew up in. And like it kind of, to me that's 
like more success than it like was before I came to Lehigh. " 
To her, the features that were most important in the cultural model of success changed once 
she arrived at Lehigh. She correlated happiness with financial gain, by seeing those from 
financially affluent backgrounds as having a higher qualitY of life and, therefore, as happier. 
This group that she had been excluded from growing up because of her socioeconomic status 
seemed to have more success, and she wanted it. The desire to be accepted into this group and 
reach the same level of success informed her extreme emphasis on financial gain as the most 
important feature of the cultural model of success. This subject is focusing on extrinsic goals in 
her use of the cultural model and prioritization of financial gain. Being able to show others that 
she has achieved financial gain through status symbols is important to this participant's well-
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being and happiness. Kasser and Ryan (2001) highlight the fleeting positive effects received 
from extrinsic goals which this participant personifies. Financial gain and having expensive 
things make this participant happy, so her prioritization of this featUre of the cultural model is 
her method of sustaining her happiness. Yet, this subject highlighted the need to have financial 
freedom and the ability to constantly purchase status symbols, showing the fleeting happiness 
that results from her prioritization of financial gain. 
Another subject from a low-class background discussed the importance of choice and 
opportunity that allows individuals to make an informed decision about success. 
"If you 're poor like you don't get to make a decision ... people who are rich can say like oh 
I love this and ... this is important but like people who are poor don't even have the option, 
you know? So it's like yeah, at least being able to give people that ability to decide like what 
they want. " 
It is not necessarily the desire to have money or status symbols that show one's wealth, but 
knowing what other opportunities are available by achieving fmancial gain. Until an individual 
knows the experience of being financially successful, he or she cannot make an informed 
decision on which feature of the cultural model to prioritize. This highlights how knowledge and 
experience are vital in one's negotiation of a cultural model. An individual's ability to use a 
cultural model is based on experience. Until one personally experiences something, he or she 
may not have the knowledge necessary to incorporate all features of the cultural model into their 
own lives. This causes some individuals, like this student, to prioritize financial gain because 
that is the feature of the cultural model of success that they want to better understand. So, 
despite the information that once a person makes over $75,000, their happiness no longer 
increases with additions to their income, a person who has never made over $75,000 cannot say 
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that it is true to their experience if he or she has never felt that truth (Kahneman and Deaton 
201 0). This lack of experience causes individuals to interact with the cultural model of success 
differently leading some to prioritize financial gain to acquire that personal experience and make 
an informed interaction with the cultural model. This subject highlighted that important fact: 
money is not the most paramount part of his life, but in order to critically use the cultural model 
of success, he needs to first experience financial gain. 
Another student grew up in an affluent area and seemed to have everything going for him. 
He had a great family, large involvement in extracurricular activities, and a good education. Yet, 
he was surrounded by extremely wealthy people in his town, and this made him question his 
well-being: 
"I guess I was surrounded by people in [my town] that were much wealthier than I was. Um 
you know, you have a lot of celebrities living in [my town}, and all! wanted was to live that 
lifestyle ... " 
Growing up, excluded from a more lavish and extreme lifestyle, he felt that acceptance into 
this lifestyle required extreme financial gain. Yet, this perceived exclusion changed when he 
went away to college. He realized that it is possible to have financial gain without the need for 
status symbols or even prioritizing this feature of the cultural model. This realization came when 
he befriended others that shared similar values and did not prioritize fmancial gain in the cultural 
model; this acceptance into a social group caused him to negotiate the cultural model differently. 
The structure did not change at all, but his goals changed from extrinsic to intrinsic, focusing 
more on his personal goals and happiness. Extreme monetary success was no longer his 
concentration, and instead, he realized that if he did not wake up every day excited for his job, he 
would not be successful. Even further, this subject talked very passionately about his career and 
his passion for volunteering and extra-curricular activities, because individuals who focus on 
internal motivations tend to be happier and engage in experiences that enhance their well-being 
(Kasser and Ryan 2001: 117). His value of intrinsic, personal goals leads to more sustainable 
happiness and emotional well-being. 
15 
In addition, other subjects that have always enjoyed relative acceptance into dominant social 
groups did not prioritize fmancial gain. They all recognized that yes, money is an important part 
of success in order to live a healthy life, be financially secure, and safe; but instead of 
prioritizing financial gain, they focused on their own happiness and personal goals more. One 
student said success is, 
"Not even necessarily having a job but doing something that you're happy with and like you 
can justify to yourself I guess if that makes sense. " 
This subject recognized that success is personal and different to each person, and clearly, she 
prioritizes happiness out of the features of the cultural model of success. This recognition of 
intrinsic goals, like one's own happiness, results in higher well-being (Kasser and Ryan 2001). 
Even further, whether it be based on race or class, acceptance into dominant social groups allows 
individuals to feel secure in who they are without the need to supplement it by extrinsic factors 
such as wealth or status symbols. Because dominant social groups introduce the norms for 
society at large, these group members typically enjoy the benefits of societal acceptance 
naturally and reap the privileges of their position as well. Not only does acceptance into these 
groups provide security in one's identity but also provides its members with societal benefits. 
This could mean access to better education or freedom to not work in high school. Therefore, 
these individuals have had access to more opportunities and experiences, allowing them to refine 
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and examine their goals and their passion to then know what would make them happy outside of 
financial gain. 
Yet, happiness was not a feature of the cultural model of success that emerged right away for 
most of the participants. When the interviewees had time to reflect and think about their major 
and their future, that is when they added happiness into their definition of success. Happiness 
escaped during the interviews and emerged towards the end. This parallels the structure of the 
business school and the way in which it structures and expedites the road to the cultural model of 
success with an emphasis on financial gain. One subject put it best: 
"Yeah, so I do feel/ike it's a more direct path, it's very constructed. It's very much like this 
year you take these classes, this year you do this, and then you do a leadership program. 
After the leadership program, you'!! get an internship, after your internship, you'!! get a full-
time offer. So it's very like, constructed ... " 
The recruiting done in the business school and the support from the school is for high paying, 
fmancially successful jobs, inherently creating pressure to utilize the cultural model of success in 
a very specific way, prioritizing financial gain. Yet, the time that all individuals need to self-
reflect on their choices and goals is squandered in this step-by-step process that the business 
school emphasizes. There is no time to breathe, because if you do, you will miss the next step 
and be behind your peers. Even further, the competition that students feel in the business school 
further pushes them towards prioritizing financial gain and competitive job placement after 
graduation. All students except for one felt their experience in the business school at Lehigh to 
be competitive. Even further, four out of the five male students felt that this competitive 
environment helped them to succeed. The female students, on the other hand, did not talk about 
the competitiveness of the business school as positively. One female said, 
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"Yeah, I feel like it's competitive. I feel like urn if I'm meeting you through a class . . . I feel 
like I can't be friends with you unless like I know you through another, through something 
else." 
The competitive atmosphere of the business school clearly does not benefit or foster the same 
feelings among all students. Interestingly, these opinions seem to follow the stereotypical gender 
norms of male and female. Because men are stereotypically raised to be more dominant and 
competitive based on heterosexual gender norms, the feelings of four of the male interviewees 
align with these norms (Lassiter 2014: 148-150). On the other hand, women are stereotypically 
raised to be submissive and communitarian which explains why the women interviewed did not 
speak of the competitive atmosphere as highly (Lassiter 2014: 148-150). Yet, overall, this 
competitive atmosphere pushes students towards the best job, which, in the business world, is the 
job with the highest-paying salary. Therefore, the business school prioritizes the financial gain 
feature of the cultural model of success. Students that focus on happiness or personal goals 
rather than the fmancial gain feature of the cultural model discussed the pressures they feel from 
the business school and other students to prioritize financial gain. One student said, 
"When I tell people what job I have, no one knows what it is. I have to explain it, and it's 
annoying and like sometimes I wanna say oh yeah, I work for Johnson and Johnson and like 
just have it be easy. " 
Even though this student is internally satisfied with the job she will be starting after 
graduation, she still feels external pressure to fit into the mold of the business school because it is 
easier. It is easier to fit into the cultural model, because it is a shared conception of success that 
all members of society understand collectively. Therefore, emphasizing different features of the 
model can be difficult to communicate because it is unusual and there is not a shared 
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understanding to support this communication (Holland and Skinner 1987). Although this subject 
is still within the cultural model of success just emphasizing her own happiness rather than 
financial gain, she is outside the norm of the business school at Lehigh. 
This highlights an important part of this argument about acceptance into dominant social 
groups. It is not only the exclusion from dominant social groups that informs an individual's 
prioritization of the features of the cultural model of success but also the desire to be included 
into these dominant social groups: intrinsic versus extrinsic motivations. A couple of students 
that have been excluded from dominant social groups because of various factors of their 
identities do not consider financial gain to be the most important feature of the cultural model of 
success. At first, this seems to disprove the argument I have explained above, but these students 
do not desire acceptance into dominant social groups. These students are instead relying on 
internal motivations rather than external motivations in relation to the cultural model of success. 
Personal goals such as fostering healthy relationships or following their passion are what is 
driving these individuals, and successfully completing intrinsic goals leads to personal growth 
and higher well-being than the competition of extrinsic goals (Kasser and Ryan 2001: 128). 
Based on this literature, these students will have more happiness than the students that do 
prioritize extrinsic goals such as financial gain, and this knowledge has allowed them to be 
comfortable with themselves. One student said, 
"My life's just always been a little weird and . .. it's definitely been a maturity thing where 
as I've gotten older, I've been like this is what it's gonna be. " 
Being unlike the norm can be a difficult thing to accept growing up, because it can be the 
cause of pain and insecurity as children are taught that being different is bad. Yet, with support 
from different social networks, individuals learn that distinctness is beautiful and important, 
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allowing themselves to become more satisfied with their unique, intrinsic motivations. Once an 
individual is able to reach this level of comfort in following their goals, that is when their growth 
and well-being will increase (Kasser and Ryan 2001). Some individuals never recognize this: 
that extrinsic goals lead to less happiness in the end, causing students that have been excluded 
from dominant social groups and desire acceptance to feel the need to prioritize financial gain. 
This desire for acceptance is important in terms of life satisfaction. There will always be a 
way to be excluded; there will always be those with more money, nicer clothes, or bigger houses. 
One can only continue to climb the ladder up for so long until realizing that acceptance into the 
next group up does not bring about any more satisfaction. Kasser and Ryan (20 1 0) discuss this 
when talking about intrinsic versus extrinsic goals. Goals that are based on extrinsic 
motivations, like acceptance into dominant social groups, bring about less satisfaction than 
intrinsic goals. Sure, extrinsic goals can bring some sort of instant gratification or short-term 
fulfilment, but this feeling is not sustainable, leading to this continuous need for more, this 
continuous sense of not being enough, this feeling of not being happy with what one already has. 
Evidently, individuals need to be accepted into social groups in order to feel a sense of 
purpose and community. This is based on social identity perspective which is "an analysis of 
intergroup relations between large-scale social categories, which rests on a cognitive arid self-
conceptual definition of the social group and group membership" (Hogg, Abrams, Otten, Hinkle 
2004: 246-247). Social groups are two or more people that share the same social identity and 
relate to one another based on that identity. Therefore, individuals are all part of some social 
group and partially anchor their identity in their group membership. This provides individuals 
with a sense of purpose and understanding of themselves in that "social categorization ties self-
definition, behavior, and perception to prototypes that describe and prescribe behavior, and thus 
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reduces uncertainty" (Hogg, Abrams, Otten, Hinkle 2004: 256). Yet, how much individuals tie 
their identities to these social groups varies and affects how comfortable they are with 
themselves as unique individuals. Because groups form subgroups, this leads to hierarchies 
within groups and views that are better represented by the overarching group (Hogg, Abrams, 
Otten, Hinkle 2004: 261). Therefore, individuals that do not identify as strongly with their 
overarching social group may either feel inadequate or find comfort in being different. Some of 
the participants of this study recognized that group membership is important in their identities, 
but being a bit different from the norm is okay. This difference from dominant social groups and 
security with oneself informs their prioritization of happiness and personal goals rather than the 
financial gain feature of the cultural model of success. 
Family 
Family also has immense importance in determining which features of the cultural model of 
success the student prioritizes. Students that grew up in financially stable and successful 
households had parents with financially successful careers. Whether it be interior designing, 
engineering, investment banking, or law, these parents were role models for their children for 
what success can mean and what careers lead to financial gain. These students were exposed to 
financial gain from a young age which gave them more time to process this feature of the model 
and consider how important it was to each of them. Yet, despite most of the parents of these 
children having fmancially successful careers, for the most part, these parents were doing 
something they were passionate about. This relates to the theory of social reproduction in that 
children will most often replicate the position in society that they are raised in and keep these 
values (MacLeod 1987). These children from financially stable backgrounds saw examples of 
success that inform the path that they are on now. By seeing passionate and financially 
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successful parents, these children learned that happiness does not need to be sacrificed to live a 
life with financial gain. One student acknowledged these values that his parents instilled in him: 
"The whole like goal urn was kind of like you know get an education, figure out what you 're 
passionate about, and like go out there and do something with your life, you know. " 
Yes, financial gain is necessary to a maintain the healthy lifestyle that he was raised in, but 
passion needs to come first, and the rest will follow. Seeing his parents as examples and from 
the way they raised him, they instilled him with values that caused him to focus on happiness and 
personal goals rather than the financial gain feature of the cultural model. This is a pattern 
among the students of fmancially stable backgrounds. 
Students that grew up in financially unstable backgrounds leamed the importance of hard 
work and the security that financial gain can bring. One student explained her experience with 
fmancial instability by saying, 
"My dad's business wasn't doing so well, and ... I think that was something that was like a 
really big reality check that like, like hard times can come really soon without you knowing. " 
This lack of financial stability has tangible effects on people's livelihood, and when 
personally experiencing these negative life events, the importance of the features of the cultural 
model of success may change. This student saw a clear link between money and livelihood and 
now prioritizes financial gain because, to her, this correlates with less stress and can lead to more 
safety. Evidently, students that have experienced fmancial stress and instability personally are 
more likely to prioritize financial gain in the cultural model of success. Social reproduction 
influences this as well. Because these students generally are trying to improve their lives from 
the conditions in which they grew up, there is additional pressure to discontinue the cycle of 
poverty and not perpetuate these social relationships. Therefore, aside from this desire to have 
fmancial security, there is also a desire to improve their position in society from the class in 
which they grew up. This leads these students to prioritize the financial gain feature of the 
cultural model. 
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Siblings also played an important role in teaching the subjects which features of the cultural 
model of success are the most important. Most of the students with older siblings looked to them 
as examples of success in addition to the achievements of their parents. One student said, 
"Urn so all of my siblings went to college and graduated from college as well. So but I think 
for me, it was just a challenge to go to a better school than they [all] did. " 
Her older siblings all went to college so this was a rail on the ladder of success that she knew 
she wanted to climb. But this was only a baseline for her, motivating her to achieve more than 
her siblings and be the best. This highlights the theme of competition again but in familial 
relationships. Individuals learn competition from a young age, through school and sports, and it 
informs many of our motivations and goals. Parents influence this competition as well, by 
rewarding and praising their children that achieve highly and punishing and scolding those that 
perform poorly. So, from five years old, kids learn that performing at a certain level earns them 
a new cell phone or more TV time because that is what their older brother received when they 
were the same age. Yet, if the child wants more, he learns that he needs to behave better than his 
brother, sparking this competitive relationship between siblings. Extrinsic motivation is also key 
in the way children learn competition. Performing better than their siblings or their peers can 
earn a child rewards or verbal recognition from those in authority positions, eliciting a sense of 
acceptance and a brief feeling of satisfaction. This type of praise that one receives from being 
the best or performing the best as well as the awards that come with it is an addition that drives 
this internal competitive nature. Evidently, this develops early, sparking with competition 
between siblings and developing into the competition that students experience throughout their 
education, specifically during their time in the business school at Lehigh. 
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One's culture also influences the importance of the features of the cultural model of success. 
All students of immigrant parents felt additional pressure to succeed as compared to those of 
direct US descent. Because these parents typically endured hardship and made sacrifices to 
come to the United States, their children felt that they had to do something to suffice their 
parents and make their sacrifices worth it. One student explained, 
"My mom ... was pregnant with my sister at 20 so I think like she ... just wanted to guide 
me down the right path, and at the time I didn't see life like that ... but like now I see how 
much they sacrificed like they came here with like the shirts on their back and everything. " 
The parents of this student cared immensely for her and wanted her to live a life better than 
theirs'. Growing up, this was a point of conflict between her and her parents as she did not 
understand their rules and parenting styles, yet she felt pressure to make them happy and fulfill 
their wants for her life. Therefore, there was not direct pressure from these parents to have a 
certain career or make a certain amount of money but the expectation that their children would 
make use of their available opportunities and perform at their very best. This caused some 
students to prioritize the feature of financial gain in the cultural model of success. That was, 
relatively, the most direct way to create a tangibly better life than how they were raised and make 
their parents proud. One student of immigrant parents highlighted this desire to be able to not 
only experience upward social mobility but also financially support his family, because they did 
do so much for him: 
"Being able to have financial security for myself and my family . . . [and] being able to be a 
resource [is important}. I want to be someone in a position where I can help them. " 
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His familial bonds led this student to prioritize fmancial gain not only for himself but also for 
his family. Both his cultural values as a Hispanic student as well as his gender impact this desire 
to care for his family. The responsibility to financially support a family is traditionally seen as 
the responsibility of a male, as they are typically the "bread-winners" of a household. Therefore, 
this desire to have fmancial gain for not only himself but also for his family may be influenced 
by gender. Evidently, his choices are not just his individual choices but choices for his entire 
family, a collective group. This highlights the distinction between choices for the individual 
versus choices for the collective. 
This conflict between individualism versus collectivism is another important theme that 
influences the differing importance of the features of the cultural model of success. All choices 
made by anyone is a balance of the collective versus the individual. What do I personally want, 
but what does my greater community or society want? In some situations, the collective wins; if 
the subject has strong familial ties or community ties, their choices may not only impact 
themselves but also this larger group. In other situations, the individual wins if the subject can 
make choices independent of their outside connections. The battle between the individual and 
the collective affects individuals' well-being which, in tum, influences how they interact with the 
cultural model of success. 
The students that made individual choices rather than collective choices seemed to 
experience more relative happiness as compared to students that made choices for collective 
groups. One student explained, 
"It's not just like oh urn I'm gonna just go through school and get a job and move on. Like no 
like look at the value like what do I really want to do .. . so to find that actually maybe a job 
wasn 't what I wanted to do, [I} grasp that opportunity to get myself to the next level to be 
more marketable. " 
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Making individual choices allows this subject to make the best of situations and turn them 
into opportunities to fuel his passion rather than tasks that need to be begrudgingly completed. 
This positive outlook stems from feeling a sense of autonomy over one's life and having the 
privilege to worry about oneself first and foremost. Even further, making individual choices 
re lieves some societal and familial pressure that may be constraining individuals from 
prioritizing happiness . This conflict between individual and collective choices highlights how 
knowledge and experience are important keys in the negotiation of a cultural model. Making 
collective choices relates back to the social identity perspective and how individuals negotiate 
their identities as part of social groups: "as groups become more salient and perhaps more 
cohesive, there should be a greater tendency for members to conform to the normative leanings 
of the group" (Hogg, Abrams, Otten, Hinkle 2004: 264). Therefore, ifthere is group support for 
the prioritization of a specific feature of the cultural model of success and the individual strongly 
identifies with the group (their family), they will most likely use the model in the same way as 
their family. Yet, if an individual identifies less strongly with their social group (their family), 
then he or she will be more likely to make individual decisions in his or her use of the cultural 
model. This is how one's experience with their fami ly influences how they negotiate the features 
of the cultural model. 
Education 
Family also intertwines with education and its impact on the features of the cultural model of 
success. All interviewees discussed that their families recognized the importance of education 
and its ability to open doors and create opportunities for success. This meant that they supported 
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their children in whatever ways necessary like attending parent teacher conferences, providing 
resources like transportation, or setting rewards and punishments for achieving certain grades. 
This allowed all of the subjects to succeed in school, doing well enough academically to arrive at 
Lehigh University. Yet, the motivation of the individuals varied from intrinsic motivation to 
extrinsic motivation. Some parents promised rewards for doing well in school. One student 
explained, 
"If I were to get good grades then I got like my like phone or like just cool gifts so .. . that's 
how they like motivated me to do [well}. " 
Evidently, these parents used external motivation to encourage their son to achieve highly in 
his academics. In high school, the motivation to complete one's assignments and homework 
may not be intrinsic because students are not necessarily passionate about their studies. Unless 
students have this passion or recognize that exceeding academically leads to increased 
opportunity after high school, external motivation is an effective tool to drive these students. 
When arriving to Lehigh, the motivation for performing well academically changes as parents do 
not have as much direct control over their children. Some of these students that were externally 
motivated by their parents formed new extrinsic goals to drive them, including prioritizing a 
fmancially successful career. This new goal allowed these students to center their education 
around financial gain, with a high-paying job post-graduation as their end goal. Others, who 
were able to pursue their passions once arriving to Lehigh, found internal motivation to do well 
because they enjoyed what they were studying. One student displayed this passion for the 
majors he chose: 
"I just fell in love with brand management ... like, this is perfect, this is what I want. A 
finance background gets you that analytical side, and then that salesman, advertising, 
boisterous personality - marketing. I thought that was perfect. " 
By focusing on this career path that stems from intrinsic motivation, this subject engages in 
behaviors and experiences that further increase his well-being (Kasser and Ryan 2001). This 
creates an upward spiral of success, with future decisions to continue to derive from intrinsic 
motivation leading to additional gains in well-being. When this is the case, negotiating the 
cultural model of success is easier as one is in a state of being that supports all features of the 
model. Whereas, when individuals must focus their energy on surviving one day to the next, 
they lack the ability to negotiate the model as freely. 
27 
Yet, the barriers that students faced to get to Lehigh depended on their socioeconomic status 
and, therefore, the quality of their education. Students of higher socioeconomic status had more 
opportunities through their schools, generating students that could easily follow the path to 
college and financial gain afterwards. One student said, 
"We always had a lot of options for AP classes and like programs and stuff, and like I think 
that like a lot of people end up going to like good colleges. " 
The infrastructure of this student's high school supported her future educational pursuits and 
allowed her to be accustomed to success in terms of opportunity. Once again, this highlights 
social reproduction theory in that this environment allows these students to set goals that 
maintain their lifestyle of success and high achievement. Yet, because these students had access 
to unique opportunities like business experience in high school or various cultural clubs, they 
were exposed to various forms of success that do not prioritize financial gain. This experience 
with education allows these students to now recognize the importance of personal goals and 
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happiness rather than financial gain in the cultural model of success. Even further, schools with 
better infrastructure are more capable of resisting the banking model of education (Freire 2000). 
The banking model of education creates a dichotomy between the teacher and the student, where 
students are passive depositories for knowledge that only the teacher has. Yet, schools in areas 
with better socioeconomic statuses have more freedom to utilize alternative teaching 
methodologies and focus less on test scores as students in these schools generally perform better 
naturally because of their class background. This provides students with the skills to negotiate 
and understand cultural models from a younger age, as their educational systems are more 
supportive of this type of critical thinking. 
On the other hand, schools that lacked supportive infrastructure and opportunities did not 
allow students to consider alternative uses of the cultural model of success. Financial gain is the 
feature of the cultural model that the United States prioritizes and values as most important. This 
is learned through media, literature, entertainment, etcetera, and gets challenged by education 
and parenting. Yet, students that attend schools without the resources necessary to challenge this 
dominant view of the cultural model do not allow their students to negotiate the model in a 
different way. Resources like unique extra-curricular opportunities and class trips to important 
landmarks are ways this dominant use of the model can be challenged. Yet, the students that 
went to schools with poor infrastructure saw financial gain as the entire cultural model of success 
and did not necessarily challenge this notion until they arrived at Lehigh. Even further, these 
schools are less able to challenge the banking model of success (Freire 2000: 72), leading to the 
desire to be financially successful so strongly engrained in these students that they still prioritize 
it over happiness or personal goals. 
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The College of Business and Economics at Lehigh uses the cultural model of success in a 
very specific way, prioritizing financial gain. This follows the aims of capitalism, in that more 
money generates more control over resources which generates more success in the system; 
competition leads to this financial gain, in that firms must be continuously improving themselves 
and their competitive abilities to stay afloat in the market. Because the United States has a 
capitalist economy, this outlook of the business school informs the ways in which students 
negotiate the features of the cultural model. One student explains how the business school 
changed his use of the cultural model of success: 
"I would say I became like much more money-oriented urn and like much more uh 
materialistic like in a bad way just because that comes from being surrounded by people in 
the business school that are like materially driven urn so urn I would say I care less about like 
the other version of success that I mentioned. " 
The environment of the business school becomes self-reinforcing and reproducing once 
students adhere to its use of the cultural model. In a classist society, students must fill 
predefined roles that social institutions generate (MacLeod 1987), and the business school needs 
students to satisfy roles in the upper-class which is done through prioritizing financial gain. 
Once students start to ftll these roles, other students follow their example, as highlighted by this 
interviewee. Consequently, this environment that focuses on financial gain becomes self-
reinforcing, with students following the example set by the business school. Evidently, students 
in the business school may feel pressure to negotiate the cultural model of success in a specific 
way, prioritizing financial gain. Yet, other factors (acceptance into dominant social groups and 
family) have more of an influence on the use of the cultural model, giving way to students in the 
business school focusing on happiness or personal goals rather than financial gain. 
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Conclusion 
Several theoretical perspectives were necessary to understand what factors of an individual's 
identity and life experiences affect the features of the cultural model that he or she emphasizes. 
Holland and Skinner (1987) explained cultural models and their importance in remembering, 
constructing, and relaying experiences, and Quinn and Holland (1987) detailed the features of 
cultural models. Claudia Strauss (1953) elaborated on this by investigating the societal pressure 
to use the cultural model of success in a specific way. The effects of following intrinsic or 
extrinsic goals on one's well-being was examined by Kasser and Ryan (2001), and Kahneman 
and Deaton (2010) analyzed how income specifically directly influences emotional well-being 
and life evaluation. Paulo Freire (2000) discussed the educational system and the separation of 
students and professors that turns students into passive receptacles for knowledge, and MacLeod 
(1987) delved further into the educational system and explained social reproduction theory. This 
theoretical basis created a framework that informed the development of the interview questions 
which were used to interview ten Lehigh business school seniors. The data showed that the 
features of the cultural model of success as shared by the ten participants are financial gain, 
happiness, and personal goals. Yet, the importance of each feature varies from person to person, 
with the defining factors of acceptance into dominant social groups, family, and education. 
An important contribution found through this thesis is the use of the features of a cultural 
model to negotiate social groups, and that the reasoning is goal oriented. Literature that 
discussed features and schemas of cultural models looked at them as ways to specify intentions 
of the cultural model and these causal relationships (Quinn and Holland 1987). Yet, my results 
highlight the connection these features have to a broader social context, specifically social 
groups. As members of social groups, individuals are constantly negotiating themselves in 
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relation to the group which affects how they utilize the cultural model of success, and this 
negotiation is done in terms of specific goals. Those with group membership set intrinsic goals 
while those without group membership set extrinsic goals, causing the features of the cultural 
model vary based on these motivations. 
Indeed, the most important feature that affects the cultural model of success is an individual's 
acceptance into dominant social groups as both family and education are part of this and affect 
the way individuals learn of social groups within society. Social groups are hierarchical when 
compared to one another, and there are hierarchies even within social groups. This means that 
exclusion is inherent both inside and outside any group; there will always be those with more 
intelligence, more money, or more prestige. Continuously trying to progress into the next group, 
the group that has more, is exhausting, and acceptance into this new group only leads to 
temporary satisfaction. This feeling of instant gratification is not sustainable and creates a cycle 
of incessantly vying for acceptance into the next circle, causing one to never feel valued by one's 
societal position. Even further, technology only heightens this addiction to instant gratification. 
Using one's phone and engaging in social media releases dopamine which is addictive. This 
habit reinforces the idea in our brains that the more likes we get, the happier we will feel: more is 
better. Yet, once again, this dopamine release is only a temporary feeling leaving us with no real 
understanding of what true satisfaction is. 
Evidently, this cycle of short-lived gratification generates perpetual unhappiness and then 
confusion once dissatisfaction arrives after the dopamine release has been fully absorbed into the 
brain. We earn that promotion, are accepted into the next group, and are energized and excited 
for the next few months. But then, this elation starts to disappear, and we wonder what is wrong 
with us. To fix this problem, we look to take the next step up the ladder of success, nying to find 
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a way to feel valuable again. This is not to say that one should never desire to move up in 
position, increase his or her salary, or generally improve one's life, but this should all be done 
with intention and self-awareness, realizing that it is not these extrinsic motivators that define 
one's self-worth. Clearly, this need for validation influences the way we negotiate the cultural 
model of success. Those who find satisfaction from internal sources and passions prioritize 
happiness and personal goals. Others, whose main source of gratification stems from these 
dopamine releases from external factors, tend to prioritize financial gain as it facilitates this 
release and influences the struggle to negotiate the other features of the model. With this in 
mind, until one finds real satisfaction with one's societal position and recognizes that these social 
groups do not define one's value, one will grapple to effectively prioritize the features of the 
cultural model of success that promotes one's well-being. 
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Appendix A 
Thesis Interview Questions 
FREE LIST 
What words come to mind when you think of success? 
1. IDENTITY 
a. Can you tell me about where you grew up and what it was like? 
b. Can you tell me about your parents/family? (Probe for parent's cultural model) 
c. Were there any significant moments growing up that transformed you? 
2. EDUCATION 
a. Can you tell me about what school was like for you prior to college? 
b. How involved were your parents in your education? 
c. What other things did you do during your time in high school (extracurricular)? 
3. COLLEGE SEARCH 
a. What colleges did you apply to? 
i. What qualities did you look for in colleges? 
b. Why did you ultimately choose Lehigh? 
4. BUSINESS SCHOOL 
a. What are you studying and why did you choose it? 
b. Can you tell me about your experience in the business school? 
c. What other activities are you involved in at Lehigh? 
5. SUCCESS 
a. What does success mean to you personally? 
b. Based on your definition, would you consider yourself to be successful? 
c. What actions have you taken to further your success? 
d. In your pursuit of your defmition of success, what trade-offs have you had to 
make in your life? 
e. How has your time at Lehigh influenced your ideas of success? 
6. HAPPINESS 
a. What would you be most happy doing after you graduate from Lehigh? 
b. Would you say that you're happy? 
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